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In mid-May, the US government authorized nearly US$1 billion in post-Hurricane Mitch aid for
Central America and announced a major change in immigration policy that could eventually give
permanent residence to thousands of undocumented Guatemalans and Salvadorans. After weeks
of delay and bickering, the US Congress passed a US$14.7 billion supplemental-appropriations
bill May 13, containing US$987 million in hurricane-recovery aid for Central America and the
Caribbean.
These new funds come on top of US$300 million already allocated as emergency aid following the
storm. In February, First Lady Hilary Rodham Clinton visited Central America and Haiti badly hit
by Hurricane Georges and promised US$956 million in additional aid. President Bill Clinton asked
Congress to approve the aid package to coincide with his March tour of Central America. But the aid
request, dumped into a larger appropriations bill, quickly lost priority to the president's request for
funds to pay for the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) air war against Yugoslavia.
Legislators loaded the bill with offsetting cuts in domestic programs, including a US$1.2 billion
reduction in the federal food-stamp program and US$300 million in aid to low-income families.
Clinton threatened to veto the bill because of the cuts and extraneous anti-environmental riders
attached by western-state senators.
Despite his opposition to the amendments, Clinton signed the bill because of the emergency in
Kosovo and the long delay in getting aid to Central America, said White House spokesman Joe
Lockhart. US$673 million of the aid package goes to the US Agency for International Development
(USAID), which will spend US$50 million on reconstruction in Haiti and elsewhere in the Caribbean
and US$10 million for earthquake recovery in Colombia. For Central America, US$41 million is
earmarked to help Honduras and Nicaragua meet current debt-service payments.
Not all the remainder is new, direct assistance since some 30% of the US$987 million package
goes back to the US government. US$154 million will repay the US Defense Department for its
relief efforts after Hurricane Mitch hit last October. US$80 million goes to the Immigration and
Naturalization Service (INS) to cover costs of deterring illegal immigration from the region. And US
$57 million will pay for joint Central American-US military civic projects such as road building.

New rules reduce inequalities in treatment of immigrants
On May 20, the INS announced a major change in immigration policy for Central Americans who
fled to the US to escape right-wing regimes in the 1980s. The 1997 Nicaraguan Adjustment and
Central American Relief Act gave amnesty to 155,000 Cubans and Nicaraguans who had arrived
illegally in the US. But Guatemalans and Salvadorans have had no special dispensation and have
regularly been deported except for the reprieve granted in the wake of Hurricane Mitch.
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In a class action suit filed on behalf of Central Americans left out of the 1997 law, lawyers argued
that the US discriminated against Salvadorans and Guatemalans because they came from countries
whose governments were backed by the US. Central American presidents, eager not to interrupt the
flow of dollar remittances sent by their citizens in the US to relatives back home, pressured Clinton
to end deportations.
The issue became critical after Hurricane Mitch damaged local economies and stretched relief
efforts to their limits. The new rules, effective June 21, allow undocumented immigrants from
Guatemala and El Salvador to acquire permanent residence as political refugees, something long
denied them but given to immigrants from Cuba and Nicaragua who fled leftist regimes. The
INS estimates that 240,000 Salvadoran and Guatemalan immigrants are living in the US without
permanent-residence status.
Under current rules, those immigrants must convince an immigration-court judge that, among
other things, they would face "extreme hardship" if they were deported. Under the new rules, they
will be asked to fill out a questionnaire in which they may state that they have family in the US,
employment, and ties to the community.
The new rules reverse the burden of proof. As in the case of illegal immigrants from Cuba and
Nicaragua, Guatemalans and Salvadorans will now be presumed eligible for political asylum unless
the INS can show they have a criminal record or are otherwise ineligible for residence status. The
new policy covers immigrants who arrived in the US before October 1990. While not extending
blanket amnesty, the new policy amounts to what INS officials describe as "rebuttable presumption
of extreme hardship."
INS Commissioner Doris Meissner said these refugees "have put down deep roots and are making
a significant contribution to society. They've spent decades in legal limbo, but this gives them
permanent relief from deportation or removal." The INS will have to begin a laborious job of
reviewing each case, a process that could take years. But Meissner stressed that, "while the review
process is under way, these people are safe and able to stay in the country."
Guatemalan Vice Consul in Miami Jose Arguedas took the change as just one step in a long
process. He said the Guatemalan Embassy in Washington would continue to press the Clinton
administration for a general amnesty for all Guatemalans. While the INS estimates the number of
undocumented Guatemalans who would qualify for permanent residence under the new rules at
50,000, Arguedas put the figure much higher.
Joaquin Palma, director of the Asociacion Guatemalteca Americana, said his organization would
lead a demonstration at the US capitol June 24 calling for a general amnesty for Guatemalans,
Salvadorans, and Hondurans. The demonstration will be in support of an amnesty bill introduced
in the House by Rep. Luis Gutierrez (D-IL). However, some conservatives in Congress oppose
further liberalization of INS policy and oppose the new measures, arguing that they will allow
criminals to receive asylum. Rep. Lamar Smith, (R-TX) chair of the House Judiciary subcommittee
on immigration, said the new policy "rewards those who break the law and encourages more
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illegal immigration. It is a slap in the face to all those who patiently waited their turn to come to the
US." [Sources: The New York Times, 05/04/99, 05/11/99, 05/14/99; Reuters, The Washington Post,
05/20/99; Notimex, Inter Press Service, 05/21/99; La Prensa (Nicaragua), 05/15/99, 05/22/99]
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